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Abstract 
In a society still in search for solutions for sustainable development, good governance has always been recognized to be a critical 
tool for advancing sustainable development and a crucial element to be incorporated in sustainable development strategies. In this 
context, through its strategic mechanisms, good governance contributes to engagement for long-term commitment and strategic 
objectives, to policy coherence through vertical and horizontal coordination, to an open, transparent process of involving and 
consulting stakeholders and to bringing sustainable development strategies closer to local communities, to people. In this context of 
analysis, we propose a research, using as methodology the thematic content analysis, on how good governance is reflected in EU 
countries sustainable development strategies. The research results point out that there are well-functioning strategic mechanisms in 
respect to the investigated issues, but more concern, involvement and interest are necessary to enhance vertical coordination 
mechanisms, to disseminate good practices about public consultation processes and to bring sustainable development strategies 
closer to lo people, in forms they can understand and use to change their behavior to a more sustainable one. The research may be 
particularly important for both researchers and policy makers and offers opportunities for future studies on the subject. 
 
 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of 8th International Strategic 
Management Conference 
 
Keywords: good governance; sustainable development strategy; policy coherence mechanisms; transparency; public engagement; strategic 
objectives; thematic content analysis 
1. Introduction 
While many factors play an important role in development, good governance has always been recognized to be a 
critical tool for advancing sustainable development and it is also considered a crucial element to be incorporated in 
development strategies. Good governance promotes accountability, transparency, efficiency and rule of law at all 
levels and allows efficient management of human, natural, economic and financial resources for equitable and 
sustainable development, guaranteeing civil society participation in decision-making processes. Good governance and 
sustainable development are two concepts intimately tied together. Good governance does not guarantee sustainable 
development; however, its absence severely limits it and can, at worst, impede it.  
In this generous context of analysis we bring into discussion how and to what extent good governance can support 
sustainable development and is reflected in sustainable development strategies. This subject, of great interest for 
scientific community and policy makers, is obviously extensive and complex and needs to be approached from 
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different perspectives. The paper cannot and does not attempt to offer answers to all questions, rather it sets a stage for 
discussion, exploring some of the many ways in which governance is used in connection with sustainable development 
strategies. The paper is structured in two parts. The first part is dedicated to present some theoretical considerations 
regarding governance and its relation to sustainable development. The second part approaches a research about the 
reflection of governance in European Union (EU) countries sustainable development strategies, using as methodology 
the thematic content analysis. The paper ends with a section of conclusions regarding highlighted by the empirical 
research, with implications for further research.  
 
2. Literature review 
2.1. Conceptual approaches of good governance  
The academic literature on governance, good governance and sustainable development governance has grown 
rapidly. However, apart from the universal acceptance of its importance, differences prevail in respect of theoretical 
formulations, policy prescriptions and conceptualization of the subject itself and no one can claim ownership of the 
 Governance 
however modern theories have expanded the connotation, focusing on a large variety of instruments designed to alter 
and channel the behavior of individual and collective actors (Loorbach, 2007; Pierre and Peters, 2000; Adger and 
Jordan, 2009). As stated by Lafferty (2004), governance has currently come to indicate the totality of mechanisms and 
instruments available for influencing social change in preordained directions.  
The United Nations Development Program (1997) understands 
institutions through which citizens and groups articulate their interests, exercise their legal rights, meet their 
participation, 
rule of law, responsiveness, consensus orientation, equity, effectiveness and efficiency, accountability and strategic 
vision. The concept of governance has also been interpreted in connection with regional sustainable development 
policy making (Berger, 2003) or in connection with the rule of law (Sachiko and Durwood, 2005). 
The European Union (2001) defines principles of good governance by stating that the following elements are 
crucial to a complete understanding of governance: openness, participation, accountability, effectiveness and 
coherence. According to The World Bank (1992) governanc
work of Kaufmann, Kraay and Mastruzzi (2006), operates a set of aggregate governance indicators based on: access to 
voice and accountability; lack of political instability and violence; minimum government effectiveness; existing 
regulatory burden, the rule of law, concrete and visible efforts to eliminate bribery and corruption.  
No matter its approach and interpretation, there is an international consensus on the need to promote sound 
governance as a foundation for development. The challenge facing all societies is to strengthen institutions, processes 
and mechanisms that enable full participation of citizens in setting an agenda for sustainable development. Diversity 
interests to be peacefully resolved (Wijkman, 1998). Good governance is also based on a conviction that a system 
placing sovereignty in the hands of people is more likely to invest in people, channeling public resources to basic 
education, health care and social services. Without such investments, poverty cannot be eliminated and sustainable 
development can never be achieved. Upholding the rule of law in order to bring security and predictability to social, 
political and economic affairs is a cornerstone of good governance, beside the demand for accountability in public 
affairs, efforts to promote transparency and openness, decentralization and an increased role for civil society. 
2.2. Governance for sustainable development 
The concept of sustainable development, placed on the international agenda, widely discussed, criticized, charged 
with being scientifically unacceptable and politically misconstrued, has had a significant and lasting impact on the 
development agenda in the last decades, from global to local.  Yet all concepts related to sustainable development, 
most common defined 
 often remain concepts in search of 
application and, as Strandeneas (2011) considers, governance systems are needed at all levels to guide such 
applications.  
1168   Mihaela Kardos /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  58 ( 2012 )  1166 – 1173 
As presented above, governance has been defined and used in many ways in different contexts. In spite of the 
helpful suggestions provided, still, there is no common and understood agreement on how to define governance for 
sustainable development. The main challenge is to shape the type of governance that is a prerequisite for, and probably 
also a product of, steps towards sustainable development. Despite international and national commitments expressed 
on various occasions, the traditional models of governance, dominated by regulatory control of formal state 
institutions, are not well equipped to carry out the shifts that sustainable development implies and proved their 
limitations, given the increasingly complex nature and global breadth of today's sustainability challenges. 
To address the more and more complex issues of sustainable development, it was necessary a strategic approach 
which could offer the appropriate framework for an integrated vision of all components engaged in the process. The 
response was given through sustainable development strategies (SDS). The Commission for Sustainable Development, 
in its attempt to advance a common understanding of sustainable development governance through discussing 
participatory and iterative (repeating) process of thoughts and actions to achieve economic, environmental and social 
objectives in a balanced and integrated manner at the national and local levels,  a tool for informed decision-
making that provides a framework for systematic thought across sectors and territory, helping to institutionalize 
processes for consultation, negotiation, mediation and consensus building on priority societal issues where interests 
 
According to the Resource Book for Sustainable Development Strategies eing strategic is about developing an 
underlying vision through a consensual, effective and iterative process; and going on to set objectives, identify the 
More important than trying unsuccessfully to do everything at once is to ensure that incremental steps in policy 
making and action are moving towards sustainability  rather than away from it, which is too frequently the case.
Thus, SDS move from developing and implementing a fixed plan towards operating an adaptive system that can 
continuously improve. Sustainable development strategies are an important step from grand rigid planning schemes to 
flexible strategy processes, accompanied by a transition from clear-cut sectoral authorities to cross-cutting 
competencies, from pure hierarchies to an amalgamation of hierarchies and networks, from top-down control to 
process and policy assessments, from knowing to learning. 
 Governance is reflected in any of the strategy components and, as referred by Kemp, Parto and Gibson (2005), the 
most significant challenge is to ensure that multi-player governance regimes embody capacity for sustainability-
oriented coordination, direction and re-direction and provide a reasonable coherence of vision and commitment. The 
guidelines for SDS put a strong emphasis on procedural and institutional aspects of an iterative governance process in 
which networks ought to play an increasingly important role. 
One of the governance challenges that should be addressed by SD policies and strategies refers to the necessity of 
having a common long-term vision and strategic objectives that are SMART. Another form in which governance is 
reflected in SDS is through its role in providing policy integration. Sustainability requires policy integration, along 
with improved interaction between government and non-government institutions and the creation of a longer-term 
countries (2005) 
examined attempts at environmental policy integration, finding that most of the investigated countries have tried to 
improve vertical coherence in order to better manage the implementation on sustainable development goals across 
levels of government, although it has often been proved a difficult challenge and, as far as horizontal integration is 
concerned, usually there is some kind of strategic planning, establishing the general guidelines towards improving 
inter-governmental coherence and integration of sustainable development in policy-making.  
Efforts to enhance policy integration are needed, as sustainable development represents much more than an 
environmental management plan and sectoral policies are not sufficient. In this respect, decentralization measures to 
international, national and sub- icular 
tier of government). Lafferty (2002) offers several suggestions for vertical and horizontal policy integration within the 
environmental realm. For vertical integration he recommends specification of major environmental impacts of policies 
and activities, establishment of a system of dialogue and consultation, sectoral strategies for change, action plans, 
budgets and monitoring programs. For horizontal integration, he proposes use of long-term sustainability strategies for 
sectoral domains, specific governing bodies entrusted with overall coordination and supervision of the integration 
process, communication programs and national action plans with targets and ongoing programs for assessment, 
feedback and revision and conflict resolution procedures. 
Another aspect of governance for sustainable development is reflected in its necessary qualities of providing 
transparency and active public engagement in the decision-making process. Principle 10 of the Rio Declaration (1992) 
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introduces accountability, transparency and democratic empowerment into decision making on environmental matters. 
In a study of the World Resources Institute (2005), it is stated that through having access to information about 
environmental impacts, citizens are able to challenge governments to make decisions that reduce or limit 
environmental degradation; through access to participation, citizens can actively engage with decision making through 
consultations and dialogue, and make constructive proposals so that planning and legislation better reflects their needs; 
through access to justice, citizens have access to redress and remedy both to protect their access to information and 
participation, and to challenge decisions that do not take their needs into account. Sustainable development is of 
critical importance for all citizens, as it engages choices affecting essential aspects of our lifestyles. In this context, 
achieving sustainable development depends on what kind of role society plays in reaching a consensus regarding 
sustainable development vision, goals and objectives, in spite of many economically, environmentally and socially 
driven interests. Efforts are needed to engage all citizens effectively and there should be a three-unit commitment from 
government, business sector and civil society, which should shift global responsibility to groups with immediate 
responses and special focus. These new coalitions are necessary to offer a more dynamic force, as the formal 
machinery of statecraft has often shown its limitations. Under good governance, there are clear decision-making 
procedures at the level of public authorities and civil society participation in decision-making processes (Morita and 
Zaelke, 2002). Widening participation to society at large is the key issue, as eventually, the success of sustainable 
development strategies depends on people, on how they respond and react to it. As stated by Dalal-Clayton and Bass 
(2002), people need relevant information in forms they can understand and use, as well as skills and motivation which 
facilitate change, through communication, education and new participatory mechanisms.  
A very important debate at global level brings into discussion the issue of international sustainable development 
governance, also one of the central themes of Rio+20 Conference in 2012. Some opinions, especially coming from 
international environmental organizations (UNEP, 2008) are in favor of strengthening international governance, 
justified by the fact that it is not enough to limit sustainable development governance to local levels, while the global 
biosphere behaves as a single system, where the economic, social or environmental events of each nation ultimately 
affect the whole. The interconnectedness of the global world we live in today justifies a common agreement regarding 
a coherent system of international governance, but there are still many questions to be answered regarding its 
effectiveness, as the results are still far from those aimed.  
The current system of international environmental governance, consisting of three basic elements: a collection of 
intergovernmental organizations, the framework of international environmental law and financing mechanisms, has 
generated some positive effects, as stated by different evaluations (Kanie, 2007): acceptance in international 
community of sustainable development as a key topic in global affairs, different types of mechanisms offering targeted 
solutions, flexibility and opportunity for innovation, support for civil society participation and avoiding a one-size-fits-
all approach. However, international governance regime has fallen short in many respects in the face of so many 
competing interests. As exemplified by UNEP (2008) and Dodds (2007), the system is more fragmented than 
dynamic, with a host of policy-making organizations, treaties, financing mechanisms and implementation projects 
whose efforts lack communication, are often poorly coordinated and sometimes overlapping, generating significant 
challenges, in terms of both administrative capacity and implementation potential.  
However, caution must be present in attempting to impose political and social uniformity on a world as diverse as 
ours. Societies around the world must be free to search for solutions that are unique to their circumstances. It is indeed 
true that development efforts that are not anchored locally will be neither sustainable, nor effective over time. Local 
governance actively includes a wide range of public, private and voluntary sector actors in carrying out policy on the 
ground. Recent studies (Otto-Zimmermann, 2011), stress the role of local government in taking leadership for 
implementing innovative initiatives towards sustainable development, as institutions at local levels are strong driving 
forces, reflecting the needs and aspirations of people and are also fully backed by adequate commitment.  
 
2. Research on the reflection of good governance in European Union countries sustainable development 
strategies 
2.1. Research Methodology  
The research goal is to provide a representative imagine of how good governance is reflected in sustainable 
development strategies of EU countries. Guided by the subject landmarks in literature presented in the first part of the 
paper, the research objectives concretely aim: 
 To determine whether strategies make reference to long term commitment and strategic objectives; 
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 To identify mechanisms of policy coherence, regarding both vertical and horizontal integration; 
 To identify ways of promoting transparency and public engagement; 
 To evaluate whether sustainable development approaches and strategies are brought to the level of local 
communities. 
In terms of investigation type, the research is qualitative, mainly descriptive, as the study describes how good 
governance is reflected in SDS and explicative, as this research aims to offer a better understanding of the way in 
which good governance is used in relation with SDS. The research methodology is the thematic content analysis, 
which aims to identify common themes based on a coding scheme. For this purpose, we used thematic content analysis 
of data from the documents presenting the sustainable development strategies of the EU countries (sample) and 
websites referring to the SDS process of implementation. The research proposes qualitative inferences and follows the 
classic framework of content analysis (Krippendorff, 2004): unitizing, sampling, recording, reducing, inferring and 
narrating. As unit of analysis, we considered the sections referring to good governance and its related concepts. We 
searched for the narrative aspects related to good governance and the material was organized according to aspects 
described voluntarily in the strategies. 
Establishing the sample. From the 27 EU countries, we randomly chose 9. We ranked the countries according to 
Sustainable Society Index (SSI)  2010. We split the ranking in intervals of three units and we chose for investigation 
the first unit (country) of which interval (a detailed list of the sample is presented in Table no. 1, also containing 
- 2010 score and the year of adopting/revising the National Sustainable 
Development Strategy - NSDS).  
 
 
Table No. 1 The Research Sample 
 
No. Country Ranking 
(SSI Index 2010) 
Year of adopting NSDS 
1. Sweden 7.5 1994/ 2004, 2006 
2 Latvia 7.1 2010 
3. Denmark 6.9 2002/ 2008 
4. Hungary 6.8 2007 
5. Lithuania 6.8 2003/ 2009 
6. United Kingdom (UK) 6.7 1994/ 1999, 2005 
7. Ireland 6.6 1997/ 2002 
8. Spain 6.4 2007 
9. Belgium 6.1 2004 
 
We proceeded then to data coding, based on a coding scheme previously established. We searched for the phrase 
 
Although providing a synthetic imagine of good governance reflection in SDS, the research methodology 
generates some limitations. Even if the research results offer a valid picture of the subject, they cover only a limited 
period of time (according to the availability of the information) and, therefore, only a moment in the evolution of the 
phenomenon. Another limitation is associated with the possibility of existing countries in the sample which integrate 
good governance principles in SDS without communicating it in a structured manner in documents or on their 
websites, which influences the fidelity of the results in an unquantifiable degree. The dimension of the analyzed group 
of countries and the research character might not lead to generalisable results. However, the study may be a starting 
point for further research, by analyzing other dimensions of the topic, using complementary methodology.  
2.2. Research results 
A strategic approach of governance reflection in SDS refers to the presence of a common long-term vision for 
sustainable development and strategic objectives, formulated in accordance with the SMART rules. According to the 
analysis, all investigated strategies clearly refer to a long term focus, as illustrated: ustainable development is a long-
term process, therefore the strategy has a 20-year time frame in which objectives and visions are presented for each area of 
the overall time horizon of the strategy must, necessarily, be a long-term one, recognizing 
that sustainable development is a continuing process whi
ong-term, not short-term: sustainable development requires the formulation of all policy decisions so as to strike a 
proper balance among their long-term social, economic and environmental conseq
some strategies establish exactly the term of the strategy, demonstrating their long-term commitment: Latvia - 2030, 
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Lithuania  2020, Belgium  2050. Also, all investigated strategies include strategic objectives, along with sets of 
specific indicators, outcome-oriented, describing and measuring the objectives and activities of the strategies.  
In terms of policy coherence, we analyzed its two dimensions: vertical and horizontal integration. As far as 
vertical integration is concerned, we came across very different types of situations regarding the existence and the 
functioning of strategic formal mechanisms aimed to coordinate the relation between the national and sub-national 
levels in the implementation of SDS, determined 
legislative system of organization. Overall, we could set two types of situations. One is that of countries having 
strategic mechanisms and formal bodies in charge of coordinating the national and sub-national levels in the 
sustainable development process (one third of the investigated countries: Latvia, Sweden and UK). As examples, we 
mention that in Latvia there is National Development Council, set up for coordination of the state development with 
sustainability put at its core, with members from ministers, but also from regional authorities, local municipalities 
associations and main public institutions, in Sweden there is Commission on Sustainable Development (former 
Council for Sustainable Development), a formal authority being responsible for organizing seminars and offering a 
possibility of cooperation between the different political levels, while in UK there is a multi-level governance system 
for sustainable development in which each political level has to contribute to achieving SDS objectives and all sub-
national strategies and plans are taken into account. The other category includes countries not having formal bodies for 
the coordination between the national and sub-national levels, where the sub-national levels are involved in the 
consultation process in less formal (not mandatory) ways (two thirds of the investigated countries), among which we 
illustrate: in Denmark the sub-national levels are involved in the consultation process and the municipalities have their 
own SDS, but there is no direct link between these strategies and the NSDS; stakeholder groups are involved through 
round-table discussions, an on-line forum to give opinions, suggestions (Hungary); special seminars held for local 
authorities on NSDS issues and implementation, including awareness raising and knowledge building workshops on 
special issues, such as education for sustainable development (Lithuania); regions draw up their SDS independently 
(Spain) and in Belgium there is not yet a fully national sustainable development strategy, instead, there is a Federal 
Strategy for Sustainable Development, as well as regional strategies. 
The analysis shows that there is a better coherence in terms of horizontal coordination, as in all investigated 
countries objectives are implemented by incorporating environmental, economic and social issues into the strategies of 
different economic sectors and regions. We identified several coordination mechanisms facilitating horizontal 
integration: Coordination Unit for Sustainable Development in cooperation with cross-departmental working groups 
involving all ministries (Sweden); National Development Council coordinating the development planning system and 
its sectoral policy documents and legislation (Latvia); close inter-ministerial cooperation between all ministries, 
especially the ministries of transportation, health, energy, education, foreign affairs, food and consumption, science, 
taxation and economics and business affairs, under the coordination of the Ministry of Environment (Denmark); High-
Level Inter-Departmental Steering Group ensuring comprehensive, high-level input across the range of Government 
policies bearing on the sustainable development agenda (Ireland) and  Interdepartmental Commission on Sustainable 
Development and sustainable development units in the respective federal administrations (Belgium). 
The process of open, transparent public participation while developing and implementing SDS is another form in 
which governance could prove its effectiveness. Most of the investigated countries (7 out of 9) organized a wide 
public involvement process, in different forms: an advisory Commission on Sustainable Development, with 
representatives from national ministries, business sector, NGOs and the research community, as a forum for 
discussion, analysis and dialogue with the aim of stimulating broader discussion in the society on sustainable 
development and of developing cross-sectoral action strategies (Sweden); many regional forums and a national forum 
involving more than 1000 people, discussing sustainable development specific priorities and leading to an 
improvement of the final draft of the strategy (Latvia); roundtable discussions and direct dialogues with youth groups, 
sub-national authorities, business and industry, NGOs and the financial sector (Denmark); on-line consultation process 
(through emails) with professionals, interest representing and social organizations, representatives of the economic, 
local governmental and civil spheres and a four-round panel discussion series involving almost 100 organizations 
(Hungary); National Sustainable Development Council, made up of representatives coming from the state sector, 
economic sector, environmental NGOs, social/community NGOs and the professional/academic sector, as a forum for 
consultation and dialogue on issues related to sustainable development (Ireland). There is a very weak stakeholder 
participation in the development of sustainable development policy programs in Lithuania, while in Spain public 
participation in the preparation of the NSDS was mainly organized 
-day event.  
Another issue in our investigation refers to the fact that the success of a SDS depends on how close it is brought to 
local communities, to people. From this point of view, almost half (4 out of 9 investigated countries) demonstrate local 
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communities involvement in developing plans of sustainable development (Belgium, Latvia, Spain, Sweden): different 
legislative acts, setting sustainable development objectives and priorities for regions in Belgium; all planning regions 
and local municipalities have developed territorial plans as well as development programs using  and taking into 
account sustainable development principles stated in the national legislation and the NSDS (Latvia); many 
municipalities take part in international cooperation projects regarding sustainable development and there is financing 
for green development (Sweden); there is a strategy of sustainable development at regional level, not only outlining 
objectives and targets, but also providing background on the development process and on the inclusion of stakeholders 
(Spain). Two of the investigated countries have no local initiatives in term of sustainable development (Hungary, 
Lithuania), while for other 3 countries (Denmark, Ireland, UK) there is no information available on the subject.  
  
3. Conclusions 
Nowadays Sustainable Development is globally a major concern. In order to achieve its goals, at all levels, from 
global to local, strategies of sustainable development, with clear objectives, principles, action plans and precise 
responsibilities have been developed. The role of good governance in relation to sustainable development strategies 
(as we have pursued in this paper) is to provide the necessary strategic framework for a common long-term 
commitment concretized in strategic objectives, policy integration mechanisms in terms of vertical and horizontal 
coordination, transparent public consultation and participation processes and engagement for making SDS accessible 
to local communities and people. 
The research on the reflection of good governance in EU countries sustainable development strategies reveals that, 
overall, the 
administrative and legislative organization are working efficiently. The investigated countries clearly mention in their 
strategies a long-term vision and commitment for sustainable development and all strategies include strategic 
objectives. In terms of political coherence, horizontal coordination mechanisms, aiming to incorporate environmental, 
economic and social issues into the strategic preoccupations of different sectors, seem to be better functioning than 
vertical coordination mechanisms, as only some of the investigated countries have developed formal bodies in charge 
of coordinating the national and sub-national levels in the sustainable development process, while others involve the 
sub-national levels in the consultation process in less formal ways. Therefore we suggest that for the success of the 
strategies there would be necessary some regulations to enhance vertical coordination mechanisms. The research also 
emphasizes that there is a wide public involvement in the process of drafting and implementing SDS, under the form 
of conferences, workshops, forums, on-line consultations, where participate stakeholders from state institutions, 
business and industry, NGOs and different communities. We consider that activities of disseminating and sharing best 
practices in this respect are welcome. One of the issues having some weaknesses in implementing the strategic 
approaches of good governance refers to the fact that a top-bottom approach, rather than a bottom-top one, is preferred 
in implementing SDS and most often local communities do not have their own SDS or do not synchronize their 
strategies with the NSDS. This fact, explains, somehow, that sustainable development and its related concepts are not 
brought very close to people, who are practically responsible for changing their behavior into a more sustainable one. 
According to our analysis, this is the most sensitive topic where more concern, involvement and interest should be 
given. 
The merit of this study is to contribute with a qualitative, original research, in the area of good governance 
reflection in sustainable development strategies. The present research may be particularly important for both 
researchers and policy makers, since it provides a coherent picture of the subject, emphasizing some weaknesses 
which should be more carefully addressed. The research findings suggest some recommendations for addressing 
strategic approaches of good governance for SDS. In spite of some limitations previously mentioned, the research 
opens the way for future studies on the reflection of good governance in sustainable development strategies, based on 
different approaches and methodologies.  
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